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CONTRASTS : BENJAMIN  DISRAELI  AND 
ABRAHAM  LINCOLN 


It  was  my  privilege  one  Sunday  evening  in  July  1893  to  hear 
Benjamin  Jowett,  Master  of  Balliol,  deliver  from  the  pulpit  in 
Westminster  Abbey  his  renowned  sermon  containing  a parallel 
between  John  Bunyan  and  Spinoza,  the  two  remarkable  contem- 
poraries who  never  met,  probably  never  even  heard  of  one  another, 
who  represented  two  opposite  poles  of  thought,  and  yet,  in 
independence  of  character  and  in  intellectual  earnestness  were 
singularly  and  sincerely  akin. 

The  fascination  of  comparing  and  contrasting  two  remarkable 
and  contemporary  characters  is  very  great,  and  reading  in  Mony- 
penny’s  Life  of  Beaconsfield  (so  ably  continued  by  Mr.  Buckle) 
his  narrative  of  the  astonishing  brilliancy  of  Disraeli’s  early  life, 
it  is  greatly  interesting  to  contrast  it  with  the  early  life  and  career 
of  one  of  his  greatest  contemporaries. 

While  the  youthful  Disraeli  was  storing  his  receptive  mind 
and  brilliant  intellect  in  long  and  deep  reading  in  his  father’s  well- 
stocked  library  at  Bradenham,  and  while  he  was  gaining  a 
practical  knowledge  of  the  work  of  an  eminent  firm  of  solicitors 
in  the  Old  Jewry,  dining  with  Murray  in  a literary  circle,  or 
touring  on  the  Continent  among  the  ancient  cities  of  medieval 
Europe,  a close  observer  of  men,  a dilettante,  a connoisseur  of 
art,  and  an  epicure  in  hotel  menus  and  delicious  wines,  another 
youth,  six  years  his  junior,  was  toiling  with  his  father  in  the 
outermost  fringe  of  civilisation,  clearing  a spot  in  the  primeval 
forest,  engaged  in  the  gigantic  toil  of  felling  trees,  and  building, 
without  help  of  any  other  machinery  than  their  axes  and  their 
own  strong  arms,  a log-hut,  in  which,  without  door  or  window, 
only  open  spaces  for  these,  they  lived  through  the  severity  of 
some  American  winters,  clad,  or  half  clad,  in  the  most  primitive 
garments  of  deer  skins  and  local  flax. 

Each  of  these  remarkable  youths  rose  to  the  highest  place  in 
their  respective  countries,  the  two  great  English-speaking  nations, 
and  each,  surmounting  the  greatest  obstacles,  carried  by  sheer 
strength  of  character,  force  of  wTill,  boundless  courage  and  untir- 
ing patience,  became  the  trusted  leader  of  a great  nation. 
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The  father  of  Disraeli  was  literary  to  the  finger-tips,  the 
chosen  type  of  a bookworm  and  a scholar,  whose  only  recreation 
from  his  study  and  his  literary  pursuits  was  to  pace  the  terrace 
before  his  comfortable  and  well-furnished  house,  in  contemplation 
of  his  intended  writings,  or  a visit  to  bookshops  and  libraries. 

The  father  of  Abraham  Lincoln  was  wholly  illiterate.  Until 
he  had  married,  we  are  told,  he  could  not  even  write  his  name. 
He  had  a passion  for  pioneering,  a man  of  great  courage,  strength, 
and  simplicity  ; whose  own  father  had  been  killed  by  Bed  Indians 
before  his  sons’  very  eyes  while  clearing  or  tilling  land  in  the 
backwoods. 

Contrast  Disraeli,  the  life  and  soul  of  the  most  brilliant  circles 
of  London  society,  the  wonder  and  astonishment  .of  old  time- 
worn politicians  such  as  Lord  Melbourne,  Lord  Lyndhurst,  and 
Sir  Bobert  Peel ; as  great  a beau  and  dandy  as  his  chosen  friend 
Count  D’Orsay  (who,  by  the  way,  had  more  of  the  deeper  and 
weightier  qualities  beneath  his  superficial  brilliancy  than  has 
generally  been  conceded  to  him),  wholly  unknown  to  any  kind  of 
sport  or  manual  exercise,  save  that  he  was  a bold  and  fearless 
rider,  and,  given  a mount,  followed  for  a spell  or  two  the  hounds 
with  all  the  zest  of  the  field. 

Contrast  Disraeli  in  early  manhood,  dressed  in  black  velvet 
and  the  most  gorgeous  of  created  waistcoats,  his  fingers  covered 
with  rings,  his  delicate  hands  enveloped  in  long  lace  cuffs; 
haunting  the  most  brilliant  salons  ; a wit  among  wits,  the  darling 
of  fashionable  circles — contrast  him  with  Abraham  Lincoln,  who, 
until  the  age  of  twenty-one  had  for  education  a few  desultory 
interviews  with  an  occasional  pioneer  schoolmaster,  who 
instructed  his  eager  intellect  in  the  rudiments  of  reading,  writing, 
and  arithmetic  to  the  Buie  of  Three — practising  himself  in  these 
before  the  fire  of  a log-cabin,  dressed  in  rude  scarecrow  garments, 
writing  with  charcoal  on  the  back  of  a wooden  shovel,  to  be 
shaved  with  a knife  to  afford  a fresh  surface  for  study.  Wholly 
free  from  the  smallest  affectation  in  dress  or  appearance — 
simplicity  itself,  deeply  earnest  to  learn,  having  for  literature, 
besides  a few  borrowed  books,  only  the  Bible,  Aesop’s  Fables  and 
Bunyan’s  Pilgrim’s  Progress  in  which  however  his  mind  was 
deeply  stored  and  his  wonderful  intellect  developed.  His  days 
spent  in  gigantic  labour.  His  gaunt  figure,  six  feet  four  inches  in 
height,  and  his  prodigious  strength,  which  made  him  known 
among  that  backwoods  community  as  a champion  wrestler  and 
lifter  of  huge  weights,  but  more  renowned  still  for  his  character 
— intense  love  of  fair  play,  generosity  to  opponents  which  made 
him  concede  every  possible  claim  or  advantage  to  them,  imper- 
turbable good  temper,  gentleness  and  amiability,  with  a very 
clear-headed  insight  and  savoir  faire,  a ready  capacity  to  lead 
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without  the  smallest  self-assertion,  and  a truthfulness  of  character 
which  gave  him  the  nickname  of  ‘ Honest  Abe.’ 

In  early  manhood  Disraeli’s  lavish  expenditure,  needed  to 
maintain  his  eager  determination  to  shine  as  a central  figure  in 
the  ‘ smart  set,’  and  to  attract  attention  and  achieve  notoriety 
by  the  startling  splendour  of  his  display  in  clothing  and 
jewellery,  brought  him  into  serious  trouble  with  creditors  and 
money-lenders.  He  then  had  recourse  to  the  pen — would  sit 
down  and  write  a sensational  and  piquant  romance,  as  Vivian 
Grey , Henrietta  Temple,  or  The  Young  Duke,  obtaining 
from  a publisher  a cheque  to  relieve  the  pressure  of  immediate 
pecuniary  embarrassment,  or  to  enable  him  to  start  on  a foreign 
tour  to  avoid  it. 

When  Lincoln  at  the  same  period  of  his  career  needed  fresh 
primitive  garments  he  had  recourse  to  the  axe,  and  engaged 
in  a little  contract  with  a tailoress  to  spin  him  so  many  yards 
of  flax,  and  to  make  him  a strong  and  long  and  hard-wearing 
suit,  paid  for,  on  his  part,  by  splitting  some  600  rails  from  the 
forest  timber  which  he  furnished  her  for  the  fencing  of  her  land, 
as  his  part  of  the  bargain. 

Here  was  a somewhat  vivid  contrast  in  ways  and  means 
adopted  on  the  part  of  the  future  Prime  Minister  and  the  future 
President  respectively. 

Both  these  remarkable  men  were  superior  to  money,  save  as 
a means  of  advancing  their  talents.  Each  regarded  money  as 
merely  a working  expedient  quite  beneath  their  nobility  to 
trouble  themselves  particularly  about.  It  is  deeply  interesting 
to  witness  this  trait,  and  its  clear  manifestation  in  their  widely 
contrasted  circumstances,  and  its  clear  evidence  in  their  several 
lives. 

It  was  the  possession  of  this  quality  of  greatness  which  enabled 
Benjamin  Disraeli  to  bear  lightly  the  burden  of  debts  which  for 
long  years  encumbered  his  early  life.  It  was  the  confidence  in 
his  inner  capacity  to  advance,  the  sure  security  which  he  possessed 
that  he  would  succeed,  and  that  pecuniary  embarrassment  need 
only  be  patiently  regarded  as  a burden  to  be  temporised  with, 
until  he  should,  as  he  certainly  would,  be  able  to  part  with  it 
easily  in  due  time.  This  hopefulness,  this  long-suffering  con- 
fidence it  was  that  supported  and  sustained  him  through  all  those 
early  years  of  defeat  and  distrust,  which  he  perseveringly  and 
persistently  spent  in  living  down  the  prejudice,  and  surmounting 
the  opposition  that  were  very  widely  nurtured  against  him  in  the 
higher  circles  of  rank,  wealth,  and  political  power.  These  he 
set  himself  diligently  to  win  over  completely  to  his  support  and 
political  allegiance,  and  eventually  he  entirely  succeeded. 

His  money  difficulties  would  assuredly  vanish  when  the 
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strength  of  his  character  and  the  force  of  his  talents  had  con- 
vinced men  of  his  ability  and  his  worth.  He  had  been  to 
Abbotsford  and  visited  Sir  Walter  Scott,  and  lived  up  to  his  brave 
motto — ‘ Time  and  I against  any  two.’  Each  had  a soul  above 
pelf. 

Abraham  Lincoln  applied  for  an  appointment  as  land  surveyor, 
and  acquired  adequate  instruction  to  become  efficient  in  this 
occupation,  as  he  said,  to  keep  him  in  sufficient  bread  for  his 
sustenance.  And  this  was  merely  a working  expedient  to  gain 
time  to  think,  to  study,  to  reason  for  the  right,  to  argue  for  the 
truth  in  every  place  where,  in  those  rough  backwoods,  two  or 
three  were  anywhere  gathered  together;  among  the  race  of 
independent  pioneer  men,  for  whom  the  rough  expedients  and 
experiences  of  daily  contact  with  primitive  Nature  remote  from 
civilisation  took  the  place  of  education. 

‘ Extremes  meet  ’ — here  was  a signal  instance  of  the  endless 
application  of  this  deep  proverb  : here,  where  all  men  were 
necessarily  obliged  to  take  their  own  part,  without  supervision  of 
police  or  Justices  of  the  Peace,  to  maintain  the  right,  to  enforce 
fair  play,  to  be  each  in  his  own  sphere  the  asserter  and  defender 
of  primeval  justice.  Here  in  these  forest  communities,  in  these 
backwoods  settlements,  on  the  fringe  and  border-ground  of  life, 
farthest  from  all  the  comparative  culture  and  established  govern- 
ment of  the  Atlantic  sea-board;  here  was  the  training-ground, 
and  here  the  preparation  which  nourished  the  sagacity,  and  com- 
pleted the  character  of  one  who,  unknown  to  the  relatively  high 
civilisation  of  the  Eastern  States,  of  New  York,  or  of  Boston, 
was  to  arrive  almost  a stranger,  even  in  name,  there  in  their 
visible  presence  as  their  Elected  President.  To  emerge  from  the 
pioneer  settlements  of  the  West,  whose  profound  confidence  he 
had  completely  won ; to  impress  them  with  the  strength  and 
honesty  of  his  character,  and  the  clearness  of  his  mind  by  one 
or  two  sound  and  convincing  speeches,  and  then  to  proceed  to 
the  seat  of  Government ; to  assume  quite  unostentatiously  the 
Presidential  chair,  to  take  up  the  reins  of  Governmental  control, 
and  to  steer  the  ship  of  State,  in  the  teeth  of  an  impending 
hurricane,  through  four  years  of  civil  war  in  a colossal  struggle 
for  National  Unity  against  Slavery  and  unfathomable  national' 
degradation. 

Before  Lincoln  was  nominated  for  election  as  President,  his 
only  travels  beyond  the  Western  Pioneer  States  had  been  down 
the  Mississippi  River  to  New  Orleans.  Here  only  had  he  touched 
a long-settled  community  or  seen  the  sea.  What  a contrast  was 
this  to  the  preparation  of  Disraeli,  who  had  wandered  through 
Europe  and  nourished  his  brooding  intellect  over  the  remains  of 
ancient  civilisations  and  vanished  empires  in  Spain,  Italy, 
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Greece,  and  Egypt.  Without  public-school  or  University  educa- 
tion, self -read,  self-taught,  developing  an  original  character  on 
its  own  lines ; taking  time  to  think,  to  observe,  to  weigh,  and  to 
ponder  on  the  means  of  using  his  gifts  and  talents  to  win  a place 
for  himself  to  which  he  deemed  they  entitled  him. 

In  these  strikingly  contrasted  schools  and  circumstances,  in 
their  several  continents,  was  each  of  these  two  young  men 
preparing  to  become  the  greatest  political  leader  or  political  genius 
of  his  time  and  country. 

Their  equipment  in  culture  and  preparation  and  outward  con- 
ditions was  as  vivid,  as  violent  in  contrast  as  could  be  found  or 
perhaps  imagined  on  earth.  Their  underlying  qualities  were,  in 
most  respects,  essentially  the  same  : profound  belief  in  the  clear- 
ness and  strength  and  foresight  within  them,  infinite  courage, 
coolness,  and  resource,  imperturbable  patience  and  longsuffering, 
tenacity  of  purpose  and  deep  insight  into  character. 

If  we  could  imagine  them  knowing  one  another,  they  might 
have  wondered  to  see  how,  by  different  roads,  they  had  arrived, 
if  not  quite,  yet  nearly,  at  a common  end. 

In  contrasting  or  comparing  Disraeli  with  Abraham  Lincoln 
it  is  impossible  to  avoid  the  conclusion  that  Lincoln  was  far  more 
the  representative  Englishman  of  the  two  in  character  and  action. 
But  for  the  accident  that  his  ancestors  for  a few  generations  had 
been  transplanted  to  the  American  continent,  Lincoln  came  from 
a pure-bred  British  stock.  His  persuasive  oratory  was  the  clear 
expression  of  his  love  of  fair  play,  his  deepest  trait  perhaps.  His 
speeches  had  always  a way  of  taking  the  audience  into  his  con- 
fidence, appealing  to  their  love  of  fair  play  and  common  sense, 
and  guiding  and  inspiring  them  with  these  qualities.  ‘ Come 
now,  let  us  reason  together  of  this  matter  ’ was  always  the  basis 
of  his  speech,  and  he  guided  while  he  convinced  all  men  of  the 
soundness  of  his  reason  and  its  justice.  It  was  ‘ the  most  perfect 
type  of  a true  English  mind,  in  its  best  possible  temper,’  which 
thus  always  won  his  case  and  carried  the  day. 

Humility,  simplicity,  truthfulness,  disinterestedness,  entire 
absence  of  envy  or  malice,  were  the  attributes  of  this  philosopher 
and  Christian. 

Personal  ambition,  which  perhaps  was  Disraeli’s  chief  incen- 
tive, was  almost  entirely  absent  in  Lincoln.  His  great  incentive 
was  benevolence,  and  a desire  to  give  fair  play  full  play  in  the 
guidance  of  State  matters,  and  in  the  settlement  of  all  national 
concerns. 

Lincoln  was  the  more  disinterested,  the  more  modest,  the 
more  self-denying  of  the  two,  and  perhaps  the  field  of  his  action, 
in  his  day,  called  forth  these  qualities  more  than  did  that  of 
Disraeli’s  battle-ground. 
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Disraeli  was  great,  was  pathetic,  was  fascinating  in  his  speech 
on  Lincoln  in  the  House  of  Commons,  when  on  the  1st  of  May 
1865  he  seconded  a vote  for  an  address  to  the  Crown  of  condolence 
with  the  United  States  Government  and  Nation  on  the  occasion 
of  Lincoln’s  assassination. 

Mr.  Disraeli  said  : 

There  are  rare  instances  when  the  sympathy  of  a nation  approaches 
those  tenderer  feelings  which  are  generally  supposed  to  be  peculiar  to  the 
individual,  and  to  be  the  happy  privilege  of  private  life,  and  this  is  one. 
Under  any  circumstances  we  should  have  bewailed  the  catastrophe  at 
Washington.  Under  any  circumstances  we  should  have  shuddered  at  the 
means  by  which  it  was  accomplished.  But  in  the  character  of  the  victim, 
and  even  in  the  accessories  of  his  last  moments,  there  is  something  so 
homely  and  innocent  that  it  takes  the  question,  as  it  were,  out  of  all  the 
pomp  of  history,  and  the  ceremonial  of  diplomacy ; it  touches  the  heart 
of  nations,  and  appeals  to  the  domestic  sentiment  of  mankind.  (Cheers.) 
Whatever  the  various  and  varying  opinions  in  this  House  and  in  the 
country  generally  on  the  policy  of  the  late  President  of  the  United  States, 
all  must  agree  that  in  one  of  the  severest  trials  that  ever  tested  the  moral 
qualities  of  man  he  fulfilled  his  duties  with  simplicity  and  strength. 
Nor  is  it  possible  for  the  people  of  England  at  such  a moment  to  forget 
that  he  sprung  from  the  same  Fatherland,  and  spoke  the  same  mother- 
tongue.  When  such  crimes  are  perpetrated  the  public  mind  is  apt  to  fall 
into  gloom  and  perplexity,  for  it  is  ignorant  alike  of  the  causes  and  con- 
sequences of  such  deeds.  But  it  is  one  of  our  duties  to  reassur'e  them  under 
unreasoning  panic  and  despondency.  Assassination  has  never  changed 
the  history  of  the  world.  I will  not  refer  to  the  remote  past,  though  an 
accident  has  made  the  most  memorable  instance  of  antiquity  at  this 
moment  fresh  in  the  minds  and  memory  of  all  around  me.  But  even 
the  costly  sacrifice  of  a Caesar  did  not  propitiate  the  inexorable  history 
of  his  country.  If  we  look  to  modern  times — to  times,  at  least,  with 
the  feelings  of  which  we  are  familiar,  and  the  people  of  which  were 
animated  and  influenced  by  the  same  interests  as  ourselves — the  violent 
deaths  of  Henry  the  Fourth  of  France  and  the  Prince  of  Orange  are 
conspicuous  examples  of  this  truth. 

In  expressing  our  unaffected  and  profound  sympathy  with  the  citizens 
of  the  United  States  on  this  untimely  end  of  their  elected  chief,  let  us 
not,  therefore,  sanction  any  feeling  of  depression,  but  rather  let  us 
express  a fervent  hope  that  from  out  of  the  awful  trials  of  the  last  four 
years,  of  which  the  least  is  not  this  violent  demise,  the  various  populations 
of  North  America  may  issue  elevated  and  chastened,  rich  with  the  accu- 
mulated wisdom,  and  strong  in  the  disciplined  energy  which  a young  nation 
can  only  acquire  in  a protracted  and  perilous  struggle ; then  they  will 
be  enabled  not  merely  to  renew  their  career  of  power  and  prosperity,  but 
they  will  renew  it  to  contribute  to  the  general  happiness  of  mankind.  It 
is  with  these  feelings  that  I second  the  address  to  the  Crown. 

‘ The  motion  was  then  put  and  adopted  unanimously.’ 
Whether  it  be  true  that  ‘ assassination  has  never  changed  the 
history  of  the  world  ’ or  not,  or  how  far  the  history  of  their 
respective  countries  was  altered  by  the  cruel  blow  which  struck 
down  Henry  of  Navarre,  or  William  the  Silent,  or  Abraham 
Lincoln,  it  were  difficult  matter  to  weigh,  and  perhaps  an  idle 
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one  to  conjecture,  seeing  that  it  is  quite  beyond  the  range  of 
human  intellect  or  ability  to  determine.  But  the  words  of 
Disraeli  show  that  he  had,  at  that  hour,  already  realised,  when 
Lincoln  was  yet  so  little  known  in  this  country,  the  supreme 
burden  borne  by  him,  and  the  wonderful  moral  courage  which 
sustained  him  to  the  end  and  has  made  his  career  one  of  the 
chosen  instances  in  history  of  ‘ simplicity  and  strength.’ 

Here  was  the  point  where  these  wonderful  careers  came  into 
their  nearest  contact — and  Lincoln  was  perhaps  one  of  the 
greatest  examples  of  the  motto  that  Disraeli  chose  for  himself — 
‘ Forti  nihil  difficile.’ 

Hugh  Sadler. 
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